The immune system includes all the parts of the body that keep foreign cells like bacteria, viruses, and parasites from destroying organs and tissues. The immune system attacks foreign cells and destroys them. Anything that can trigger an immune system attack is called an antigen.
A healthy immune system has the remarkable ability to distinguish between the body's own antigens (called "self" antigens) and foreign antigens (called "nonself" antigens). The body's immune defenses normally coexist peacefully with cells that carry distinctive "self" antigens. But when the immune system encounters cells or organisms carrying "nonself" antigens it quickly launches an attack. The immune system's white blood cells make specific proteins called antibodies and special cells called T cells that destroy the foreign cells.
A transplanted organ is made entirely of cells with foreign ("nonself") antigens which means the body will attack the transplanted organ. To minimize the immune response, donors and recipients should have matching antigens on their blood and tissues. But even with a good antigen match, the recipient's body may see the cells of the new organ as foreign and may reject the organ (by destroying it cell by cell). Only donated tissue from an identical twin will be fully accepted by a recipient's body.
An antibody is a protein produced by white blood cells in response to an antigen.
An antigen is a large molecule (usually a protein) on the surface of cells or viruses.
Foreign cell bearing surface antigens
The immune system recognizes antigens and produces antibodies that destroy substances containing antigens.
